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It 4a not only due to recent events that the problems surrounding the 
doundury (between Bgypt and Isrnel) in tho Sina! Peninaula have attracted so much 
{nteraat among students of Middle Rast political developments. This boundary has 
‘slways been of primary interest to political geographers. Some of the early 
losding authorities on the geography of boundaries cited the Sinai Peningulaas an 
outetanding example of « highly effective “naturel” (physical) frontier®, However, 
while much has been written about the historical and political background of modem 
boundary-aaking in Sinai, which extend along the eastern fringes of the peninsula, 
the geographical factora underlying the delinitation of this boundary have, so far, 
Teceived scant attention. At the time of ito formation (1906) it was the boundary 
betwoen the Ottoman and Britiah Bupires. In 1918 it became the border line between 


the British-mandated territory of Palestine, and Exypt (then under British suzerei- 





gnty), while in 1948, it was turned, alorg moet of ita length, into the armistice 


line between Exypt and Iarael It is obvious, even from a glance at the cours 





this boundary, that geographical factors played an important part in its delinita~ 
tion and demarcation. Much light has been thrown on these factors by a private 
collection of documents on the boundary in question, that of the late Mr. ¥.8. 


Jennings Branly (1871-1960), which was bequeathed to the library of the Royal 





Geographical Society in Lenton 1958, These docunente’, which contain a survey of 
tha physical and human geographic conditions prevailing in Sinai at the turn of 
the cantury not only provide valuable information on the considerations which led 
to tha choice of the boundary location but also constitute an interesting basis 


for comparison with existing confitions in Sinai. 


It should be pointed out that while the political circumstances ani motives 
which led to the delimitation of the boundery in Sinai in 1906 are now only of 
historical interest the underlying geographicai aspects are atill of practical 


Value, and would be even more valuable if the existing situation in Sinai were to 
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bring about the delimitation of 4 new boundary. ‘The phyoical cheracteristics of 
Sinai have not changed while the human ‘Lantrcape’ of the penintula ds almet 
unaltered. Prom the political and ailitary point of view the weight of theau 


Physical and human factors has, chyiculy. decreased conmiderably since the 








beyinitng of the century. Nevertheleas they still exert « oicuficant influence 
on events in the peninesla and are most likely to have « deep ipprint on any 


future boundary agreesent. 


‘The delimitation and demarcation of the Keyptian-Palestinian boundary, in 





1906, (the first fully-desaroated boundary an this rerion). was actually forced 


on the Turks by the Britian. following a crisis in the £6 





Sona between thone 
Powers, much tension ant scoe military activity in and around the peninvula, The 


‘approximate location of 





we boundary vas fixed in an agreesent tetwwen both 
governments and was largely bane on the acceptance by the Turks of denan’s put 
forward by the Britisk These dosanin vere formilatet after eurvoyn and studies 
of northern and eastern Sinai and based om acquaintance with the physical and 
human geography of the Fenineula. The Britioh choice of lecation for the border 


Line was based on conclusions drawn from reports subsites by survey tenme which 





examined the natural characteristica of the peninmls before and durine the 

crisis which led to she delimitation of the i904 boundary W.R. Jennince Sranty, 
who at the tine of the 1905 crisis wan in charge of Britigh interest in Sinai, 
(has official title was" 





}, waa respommibie for theme reperts, which 





napect 
previded the policy eakers with the baccgroun! inforsation on the sonancula® 


- 
His thorough knowledge of the terrain, its meazre water rescurces and itn in. 


hubitante played a sajor part in ahapimr the British attitude on the delisstation 





of the Sinai boundary. in collection of dccusenta on thin subject revenia 


weighty cenmideration acconted to peceraghicul factora in 4 





ning the require- 
ments which the British withed the boundary to meet. It eay safely be stated that 


other boundary create: during that period. in Asin or Africa was subject to as 











a 
detailed preliminary study of the geographical copditions of the area through 


which it vas due to run, as that delimited in 1906 in Sinai. 


It should be remembered that the boundary under consideration came inte 
being in e period during which the European powers were occupies in drawing boun- 
daries; The last quarter of the 19th century and the first decade of the present 
century constituted on era of extensive political border-drawing. Most of the 
boundaries dividing Africa and s good many of those in Avia were delimited then. 
‘The British played « major role in thie process in which sany of their colonies 
and other territories were involved. They developed what say be termed “principles” 
for boundary-making, partly based on a geographical approach ard partly on poli- 
tical views ant aspirations. These “guidance lines" or rules for boundary-making 
apparently formed sat of the basic directives with which British representatives 
on boundary commissions, or other bodies assigned to deliait and demardate doun- 
darios, vere equipped. Lond Curzon, who for sany years occupied prominent pooitions 
in the British foreign ant colonial (India) service explained these "principles" 


most graphically, in hia famous 1907 Oxford lect) 





‘Tis lecture, delivered only 
a few months after the demarcation of the boundary in Sinai, say be taken to 


Teprovent dominating trends of thougttin Britain 





the time regarding boundary 
making, within the wider frame of prevailing geo-political concepts. Some of the 


points raised in Lord Curgon's lecture apply directly to the Sinai boundery®, 


Speaking of "natura) frontiers" Lord Curzon mentions the "Sinaitic penin— 
sula" ap a perfect barrier. To srove this point he offered a lengthy quotation 


from Napoleon's Commentaries which infeluted the following sentences”: 


“Of all obstacles which may cover the frontiers of eapires, a desert like 
thia (Sinai) is incontestably the greatest. Mountains like the Alps take second 


rank and rivers the third". Napoleon (as quoted by Curzon) went on to 9 "This 





obstacle was not 80 great in ancient tises as it is today, since towns and villages 











existed and the intustry of man contento! with succens wyainet the difficulties. 
Today scarcely anything renains between Salihiyeh (a village about 20 ailos weet 
of the Suez Canal which mt that tise, 1799, was the most easterly settlement in the 
Nile Delta region) and Gaza. An arsy aust, therefore, cross the denert (Sinai) 
mucceasively by forming eatabliahsonte ant sugurines at Salihiyeh, Katien a aaall 
watering station in northern Sinai, apyroxinntely 25 ailos east of the Suez Canal) 
and El Arish (the largest oasis of the peninauln, near the Mediterranean conn’). 
If this aray starts from Syrin it must first of all from a lance magazine at BL 


Arigh and then carry it forward to Katioh. Mut these crerationa are alow and they 





mive an eneny tine to make hie preparations for defence. An arny defending Exypt 
Can either agseatie st £1 Arih to oppoae the investeent of this place, or at e 


Katioh to rai: 





the siege of Bl Ariah or at Sxlihtyehr all these alternatives 


offer advantages". As ws 





i te indicated later, British policy on the devimitation 
of their boundary with the Turkish Bspire in Sinai (in 1904) adhered to Mapoleon'a 
conclusions in 1799 aa interpreted by Curzon. 

‘The main aim which the British had in mind when presairn the Turks, in 
1906, to agree to the delimitation of a new boundary in Sinai wan to puah tho 
intter ox far back as possible froa the Suez Canal #0 aa to deprive thea of the 
powaibdility of menacing noraal traffic in the canal in caso of war. It apponred 
to thom that this aim would be achieved if the boundary were so delimited that the e 
‘Turks would be sepurated from the Suex Canal by tho entire width of the "forsidable 


natural barrier" known om the Sinai Dewert, i.e., the Sinai peninsula, Hence the 





. 
British insistence that the boundary run a# clone ms possibie to what later became 


known ap the “Raf 





dafah woe at that tine « tiny village on the 





fai, about 2 siles south of the Mediterranean siore (20 





‘aza) while "Aquaba" refers, here to the northern shore of the 
Gulf of Aquabe ant not to the village (now town) of Aguba. Tt should be pointed 


out that before the Turks yielded to Britiah preanure and agreed to accept the 














ass, 


“Rafah ~ Aqua Line” as an “administrative boundary" between British-controlled 
Seypt and Turkiah Palestine the border between these tvo countries ren, at least 
formally, along 4 line connecting Rafah with the outskirts of the Village (now 
town) of Suez. This line was delimited ty « Turkish Royal Decree (Firman), issued 
Ans1BAL, to detersine the Limits of the territory uier the jurisdiction of the 
ruler of Reypt (Mehenet Ali - at the tine the decree was iooued), When the Uritish 
hecane concerned with the nearnens of the Turkish boundary to the Sues Canad they 
Fealived, to thetreabarraassent,that the border line as delimited in the 1/4) 
decree put about 3-4 km of the southern end of the canal on the Turkish aide of 
the oundary”. However, until the outhreak of the ertaia vitch ted to the deli 
mitation of the 1906 boundary, the Sinai peninoula, where the population elesent 
hardly changod during the 19th contury, was actually, from an admin ative 


point of view, no man's land. 


The British deciuion to adopt the "Rafah ~ Aqaba Line” rested on three main 





Conosderations, First, alncet the entire desert area, (¢ 





Separating the Sues Canal from the inhabited arean of the coastal plain of falen- 
tine, would come unter British control, Second, thie is the shortent ponsible ling 
between the Gulf of Aqaba and the Mediterranean, Pron 4 military point of view 
thie had obvious advantages. Third, the Turks would be deprived of the £1 Arish 
Sania, the only place which could nerve as an effective base fur an attack on the 
Suet Canal and Raypt. This point van emphasized in Lord Gurzon's quotation from 
Napoleon, as mentioned above. On the other hand the "Rafah = Agaba Line” did not 
Fonsens the advantage of running along ety physical factor (river bed, watershed 
to.) which was considered advantageous in thone days. A major physical feature, 
on the eastern fringe of the penineula, along vhich » substantial section of the 
boundary could have been placed, is the deep bed of the seasonal Wadi ol Arish 
stream. Indeed sary acholarn believe that Wadi el Arish formed the southern boun- 


dsry of biblical Israel. 


Jennings Branly, who was responsible for the preparatory survey for the 
boundary, thought that it should not only follow physical features but also take 
into consideration the limits of tribal areas. He therefore recommended to hie 
superiors a boundary line which would run along the beds of some of the min 
Seasonal streams (wadis) of eastern Sinai and the southern Negev, and which would 
avoid cutting across lands owned by the Bedouin tribes residing in the newly 
formed frontier area’, According to his proposal the boundary line, vhich would 
Commence at Rafa, would firat run parallel to the Mediterranean coast, 10 miles 
south of it, up to @ point south of El Arish vhere it would meet Wadi el Arich 
(s00 fig. 1) From there it would turn southwards ani follow the bed of Wadi el 
Arish and then the -bed of its tributary, Wadi Muveilah, up to the mountain complex 
of Jebel Arif en-Naga (through which runs the watershed between Wadi el Arish, 
draining in to the Mediterranean, and Wadi Jerafi, draining in to the Dead Sen). 
Thence it would follow Wadi Heiyant (a tributary of Wadi Jerafi) to the rift 
valley (The Araba), where it would turn southwards along the centre of the rift 
valley to the northern shore of the Gulf of Aqaba. This proposal was rejected by 
the British policy-nakers because the boundary line vould have run too close to 
Hl Arish and left sone of the best water resources in north eastern Sinai in 
Turkish territory. They preferred the Rafah-Aqaba Line (a geometrical boundary) 
which would push the Turks back to nearly 30 miles esst of El Arish and give the 
Britieh considerable advantages in so far as water resources and routes in eastern 


Sinai were concerned. 


‘The importance which the British attached to securing as many as possible of the 
water resources of northern and eastern Sinai is clearly evinced by the detailed 
survey which they made of these resources, With the help of local Bedouins, 
Jennings-Bramly and his men prepared a surprisingly accurate and full list of 
every spring, well, reservoir and even of small seasonal natural pools. In addition 


the list provided information on the reliability of each source and the quantities 








of water available as vell as its quality. The Turks, who were not equipped with 





such information, failed, at that tine, to realise what was behind some of the 
British demands, eepecially during the denarcation of the boundary. In fact, the 
*ritish were so successful in leaving almost 2ll the ecant water resources on their 
own side of the boundary thet they felt obliged to grant the Turke rights to draw 
water from across the border. Article 6 of the 1906 boundary agreement” states: 
“Turkish soldiers, native individuals and gendarmes shall benefit by the water 
which remained west of the separating line". The agreement does not include a 
similar provision for British (or Egyptian) soldiers to obtain water from sources 
on the Turkish side of the boundary as this was unnecessary and there vere hardly 
any useful vater sources left on the Turkish side close to the border anyway. To e 
avoid any isosane impressions regarding the water resources of northern and 
eastern Sinai it should be noted that most of then are extremely poor. A srring 

oF well capable of meeting the basic requirenents of a group of 20-30 persons and 
‘their horses or camels, at the height of the dry season (July-October) is regarded 


as a highly valuable source. 


The 1906 boundary also gave the British a clear advantage in ao far as the 

routes (all of them tracks and paths) of Sinai and the Negev were concerned. Thus 

by far the greater and most vital section of the road fro Gaza to Aqaba ran vest 

of the boundary (in the Sritish area of Sinai). The sane was true of the important e 
junctions and passes on the roads leading into Sinai and connecting Palestine with 

with Egypt. Here again the Turks were left at considerable disadvantage. While the 
British could move without difficulty along the entire length of their side of the 
frontier, from the Mediterranean coast at Rafah, to the Gulf of Aqaba at Taba, the 

‘Turks could maintsin communications between the northern and southern sections of 

their side of the frontier only with great difficulty, by making a vide detour 


through the Beersheba Plain, 


In order to obtain the above-sentioned advantages in the formation of the 














boundary, it was necessary to neglect the interests of the Bedouin tribes with 
the exception of provisions, in the boundary agreement, safeguarding their rights 

of water and land ownership. Jennings Branly prepared a detailed survey of the 
Bedouin tribes in northern and eastern Sinsi, their stations, cultivated lands, 
rising an Wake rights, the Limits of the area roamed by each tribe and ite 
“living space”. Information was also collected about relations within each tribe 
(aub-tribes, clans) and between the main tribes inhabiting Sinai and the Negev. 

He even prepared a rough map to show the areas under the control of each of the 
main tribes. As has already been mentioned, Jennings Branly intended to put this 
information to useful purpose and draw a boundary which would correspond, to a 

large extent, to the limits of tribal areas. These borders of tribal lanis often @ 
run along physical features. The 1906 boundary, which ignored his proposals, cut 
across the landa of three big tribes: Tarabin, Taiyah and Haiwat. Thus, in con= 
tinuing their traditional seasonal wanderings after 1906, they were compelled to 
crows the newly-formed boundary. This practice continued, despite growing obstacles 
for as long as it was permitted. While the information on the Bedouin tribes in 
Sinai, collected as background saterial for boundary-making, vas not utilized for 
ite original purpose, it has proved most valuable for the study of changes in their 
movenente and grazing arens. Thus any of the sub-tribes of the three above-mentioned 
tribes moved northwards into the Negev during the nineteen-twenties (the early years @ 
of British rule in Palestine) and lived there until the establishment of the State 
of Ierael (1948) when they moved back, across the border, to northern Sinai, 
Purther-aore, sone of the aub-tribea which were nomads vhen Jennings Bramly nade 


hie survey have since become semi-nomad or even sedentary’, 


Topographic and climatic conditions in the frontier area have also played an 
Anportant part in giving the boundary its final shape. This actually happened 
during the demarcation work when, intentionally and unitentionally, there occurred 


deviations from the line delimited in the original Turco-British (fgyptian) 








Agreement. The delinitation sgreement established that the boundary should follow 





straight line connecting a point on the western outskirte of the village of 
Rafah with a point on the northern shore of the Gulf of Aqaba, 3 miles west of 
Aqaba (at that time a small village). In addition to severe] minor deviations 
from’ thie line, mainly inspired by the sbove-mentioned British anxiety to have as 
many of the water resources as possible on their side of the boundary, there vere 
two major deviations. One was in the Jebel Kharuf - Jebel Arif en-Naga area, the 
Second in the Ras en-Naqb ~ Gulf of Aqaba region. Jebel Kharuf is a very rugged 
mountain complex rising to a height of 5260 ft. densely dissected by deep narrow 
ravines, It is mainly built of limestone and chalk interbedded with flint. The 
slopes are extensively strewn vith flint. The skirting of the mountain complex 

to the west would have entailed Britieh loss of the valuable water source of Bir 


el Ma'ein, There waa no qui 





tion of skirting it to the east as that would have 
entailed a penetration of 10-12 miles into the Negev. The difficulties encountered 
by the demarcation commission in the Jebel Kharuf area, ant the circusstances 
under which the deviation from the Rafah-Aqaba line cane about, are described in 


the report on the demarcation, in the following words’: 


"The roughness of the ground made demarcation a matter of extrene difficulty. 





The poles (used to mark the boundary) were not always visible. In Jebel Kharuf a 
Mistake was made, Emerging of the level high plateau of Jebel Kharuf it was found 
that we had carried the line too far to the east by about 500 meters, the mistake 
being largely due to the difficult mpture of the ground. A compromise vas made, 
the last two poles being moved so as to bring them into the line again and this 


was accepted by the commission on both sides". 


Of the southern part of this mountain complex the report says: “The country 
between Wadi Lussan and Mayein (Ma'ein) is deeply intersected with a complicated 
System of wadis, and we several times appeared to have lost our vay completely. 


From Mayein to Mafraq el Aqaba (7 miles north west of the cost of the Gulf of 











aie 


Aqaba) the journey was rendered difficult by the absence of water". 


It should be borne in mind that in addition to the extreme roughness of the 
ground and the great difficulty in obtaining potable water and other supplies, the 
wutveying of the strip through which the boundary runs and the demarcation of the 
boundary were carried out during the hot season, with noon temperatures rising to 
100°, or even higher in some of the gorges, This together with the extrame dryness 
and the general inhospitability of the region, made. the British representatives on 
the Demarcation Commission, extremely anxious to bring the work to a rapid conclu- 
sion, This anxiety wan woll-exploited by the Turkish members of the commission 
during the final stage of the demarcation, i.e., the last 15 miles of the boundary 
Leading dom to the const of the Gulf of Aqaba, The area through which the acities 
moat section of the boundary runs ie extremely wild and rugged, and was described 
by Jennings Bramly as impassable because of the dense and complicated pattern of 
deep ravines cut into thick beds of granite, Hnd the Rafah ~ Aqaba Line been 
followed, it would have been necessary to fix a large number of clomely-spaced 
poles in order to demarcate the border clearly, and thia would have entailed 
strenuous effort on the part of the Comssion, Purther-more the irkish members 
of the commission, who had adopted a conciliatory attitude through moat of the 


demarcation work, insinted here that the section of the Rgypt-to-Mecca Darb el 





Haj (pilgrimage ron), leading down to the Gulf of Aqaba from the Sinai highlands 
(from Ras en-Naqb) should remain on the Turkish side of the frontier. In the cir- 


cumstances the British acceded t# this request, preferring not to delay the 








completion of the demarcation work by several additional we 
conspicuous deviation westwards in the southern-most section of the boundary as 


demarcated by the commission, from the Rafah ~ Aqaba line as originally delimited. 


The boundary meets the coast of the Gulf of Aqaba at a point six miles south- 
west of Agaba (and not 3 miles west of Aqaba as laid down in the delimitation agree- 


ment). Had the southern most section of this boundary been demarcated in atrict 


—— i; 














Aqaba which in 1949 became Israel's outlet to the Red Sea would have been included, 
in 1906, in the part of Sinai which came under British (ster Egyptian) control. 
However the most importent sweet-water source on the coast of the Gulf of Aqaba 
went of the village of Aqaba, namely that of Tabe, vas left to the British a short 


distance inside their side of the boundary, 


The demarcation, along the entire length of the boundary, was marked vy 

telegraph poles so placed that they vere clearly intervisible. It is actually a 

Geonetric boundary consisting of straight lines connecting these poles, about 140 

of which were strung along 130 miles (210 im) of boundary. These poles were partly 
replaced after Wosld War I, by masonry marks, In order to map the denarcated e 
boundary accurately, a 10 km (6 miles) vide strip fro Rafah to the Gulf of Agaba 

was surveyed and mapped. Further, 14 guiding stations, each of which was based on 
accurate astronomic observations of latitude and longtitude, were fixed along the 


above-mentioned frontier strip. 


Finally, it should be pointed out that the 1906 Sinai boundary is certainly 
# landsark in modern boundary-making, especially insofar as its geographical as- 
Pects are concerned. For there ie no other boundary, ina colonial area and at that 
sm alnoat uninhabited wilderness, where so mich attention was given during the in- e 
tensive boundary-making period which preceded World Ver I, to a preparatory survey 
and study of geographical characteristics of vhat was to becoue the frontier area. 
The rule laid down, the following year, in Lord Curzon's famous lecture, stating 

that geographical Imowledze should precede boundary making ani form the foundation 

of statesnens’ conclusions in these matters’, vas fully observed in the case of the 
‘Sinai boundary. Furthermore the painstaking efforts invested in the demarcation of the 
boundary under consideration and the effects of the nature of the terrain And the 
climatic conditions on the final “profuct™ of the deaarcation comission were, cer- 


tainly a very unusual occurrence for that period. 
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